Abstract. Discusses recent and current research into citizenship information needs at
Introduction
This paper will discuss the School of Information and Media's recent and forthcoming research into citizenship information needs and provision in the United Kingdom, and will pay particular attention to this research as it relates to Scotland and the Scottish public.
nine focus group discussions comprising representatives, from Aberdeen and the North East of Scotland, of the following sector or interest groups:
 information providers  the business community  local, national and European government  the education sector  women  elderly people  disabled people  jobseekers  ethnic minority groups
The full results of the British Library project have been widely reported in the professional literature , 1999a -c and 2000a , but some of the more notable findings are presented here.
Citizenship information need
Around 85% of respondents had sought some form of citizenship information in the past. The topics on which information was most frequently required were: education, leisure and recreation, employment, transport and travel, the law, health care and welfare benefits. When asked for what reasons they had required such information, 49% of respondents had sought it for educational reasons, while significant proportions had done so for work-related reasons (35%), family/personal reasons (33%) or simply out of a general interest (33%) (see Figure   1 ). Only 8% had sought information for political decision-making, suggesting a degree of apathy and a low level of participation. In Scotland, while educational reasons were ranked highest, the proportion citing these (39%) was significantly lower than that nationally. When the respondents were questioned about future information need similar patterns were predicted, although there was a significant predicted increase in the need for information about the European Union. A quarter of respondents had encountered difficulties in accessing information, primarily on the law, education, welfare benefits, health and employment. Some dissatisfaction was expressed with the quality of legal and welfare benefits information obtained, and with information received from government departments and agencies.
Just over a quarter of respondents (26%) cited an example of an occasion when not being able to obtain information had proven a disadvantage, although the proportion was considerably lower (17%) amongst the Scottish respondents. Interestingly, those from higher social classes and those with the highest levels of educational qualification were more likely to be able to cite an example of disadvantage: contrarily this might suggest that these groups are more aware of disadvantage and its causes rather than they suffer greater disadvantage.
The situation in Northern Ireland dominated respondents' perception of the most significant current issue (i.e. in the summer of 1998). Otherwise a wide range of issues emerged, dominated by education, health care, Europe and the UK economy. Many of these topics were deemed by respondents to have a significant impact on their lives. There was evidence of very high levels of passive consumption of information from the media on subjects that respondents felt highly significant. There was greater reliance on television amongst lower classes and a greater tendency to use newspapers amongst the higher socio-economic groups.
In a more detailed investigation of three current issues, the majority (59%) felt well informed about the BSE crisis, but far smaller proportions felt well informed about European Monetary Union (25%) and local government cutbacks (35%). The majority felt that the Government should be doing more to inform citizens about the Single Currency (80%) and about BSE (55%), and that their local council should be providing more information about financial cutbacks (72%).
While most respondents felt well or adequately informed about areas relating to citizenship, more than a quarter were poorly informed in legal rights, welfare benefits and local politics (see Figure 2) . In Scotland, however, the proportions feeling poorly informed about these topics were considerably higher: welfare benefits (41%), legal rights (40%), local politics (37%), equal rights (27%), national politics (23%). 
Information seeking behaviour
Over three quarters of respondents indicated that they would use public libraries to obtain information on at least an occasional basis, while between 50% and 75% would approach family and friends, government departments and agencies, post offices or CABx (see Figure   3 ). When compared with the entire sample, Scottish respondents were less willing to approach academic libraries (25%). For most respondents it was the accessibility of the public library and the fact that they visited it regularly that made public libraries their preferred information source. Public libraries were also seen as reputable and having an appropriate atmosphere. Of the total sample, 73% were members of public libraries, although amongst the Scottish respondents the proportion was only 59% (the Scottish figure being remarkably close to the national figure of 58% cited recently by the Library and Information Commission (LIC, 1997)). The majority of respondents felt that public libraries were suitable places for obtaining information on their local council (82%), consumer issues (68%), welfare benefits (65%), jobs and careers (61%) and housing (54%), although there was little evidence that many had approached public libraries for such information in the past. Curiously, the Scottish respondents appeared far less certain of the suitability of public libraries for obtaining consumer (41%), benefits (39%), careers (33%) or housing (23%) information.
Very significant numbers of respondents were unaware that public libraries hold official government publications (46%), European Union information (61%) and information on health care (45%), legal rights (45%) and educational opportunities (30%). This lack of awareness was even more pronounced amongst respondents in Scotland.
When asked about their preferred methods of obtaining information, face to face communication was the most frequently cited method; although reading a book, browsing in a collection, reading a newspaper and using a telephone were also prominent. Only a small proportion expressed a preference for using a computer to seek information. However, as can be seen in Figure 4 , when respondents were asked whether they would use computers if these were more widely available in public places, ICTs proved more popular. There was a clear emphasis on public libraries as an appropriate location for computerised information access, although other public places such as post offices, shopping centres and town halls would attract a significant proportion of the general public. Potential use of computers for political participation was also high. The majority felt that they would be prepared to use computers to vote in elections (55%), to convey opinions to government (54%) and to obtain government information (60%), although only a relatively small proportion (35%) would use them to participate in political debate. Around a half of those who would use a computer to vote, provide feedback or debate were concerned about confidentiality.
Perceived importance of information to citizens
In the first survey, 94% of respondents believed that access to accurate and unbiased information was very or quite important for exercising their rights as citizens. In Scotland, however, the proportion who felt that access was very important (69%) was considerably lower than that nationally (79%). This national figure was supported by the second survey, where the vast majority of respondents felt that freedom of information (92%, see Figure 5 ) and access to accurate and unbiased information (also 92%) were very or quite important. Again, however, the Scottish public appeared to be less convinced of the importance of information access: just 51% believed freedom of information to be very important, compared with the total sample figure of 67%; while just 49% of the Scottish respondents felt that access to accurate and unbiased information was very important, compared with 72% nationally. 
What was learned about Scottish respondents?
Overall, the results obtained from Scottish respondents painted a somewhat negative picture.
When compared with the UK-wide sample, a smaller proportion of Scots had required information for educational purposes; while fewer cited an occasion of disadvantage through a lack of information. Scottish respondents were less likely to be members of a public library, and were less aware of the availability of citizenship information in public libraries. They were also less inclined to approach academic libraries for information. Respondents living in Scotland were also less convinced of the importance of freedom of information and of access to accurate and unbiased information.
ESRC project
The results of the BLRIC project highlighted several important issues relating to government information strategy. It is anticipated that a number of these, particularly those concerning the use of ICTs, will be explored further in the current ESRC project.  explore, in particular, the actual benefits/drawbacks of technologically supported approaches for certain groups deemed to be in danger of exclusion; and  develop and evaluate an interactive, electronic interview as a data collection tool employed as part of a pilot roadshow and to make recommendations for future application.
Background and context of ESRC project
The ESRC research is particularly timely in that it is taking place during the formative period of the three new devolved legislatures, each one of which is currently developing its own information strategies and services. (Fee, 1999) , and a website providing public access to the Official Report and other Assembly documentation has been established.
The current research is also timely in that it coincides with a number of major developments within the UK in terms of public access to parliamentary and other government information. The UK Government has recently re-emphasised its commitment to what it terms 'information age government'. In April 2000, it published its strategic framework for egovernment (Cabinet Office, 2000) , and the Prime Minister has set a new target that all dealings with government will be deliverable electronically by 2005 (Blair, 2000) . The Scottish Executive was due to publish its draft e-government framework in October 2000 ; while a parallel target -that all devolved public services in Scotland be available online by 2005 -has also been set (Dewar, 2000) . 
ESRC project methodology
The first stage of the ESRC project will consist of a series of interviews with representatives of the information services of the UK Parliament and the three new devolved legislatures.
These interviews will gather data on the objectives and strategies of the services, and on the information access and dissemination activities developed by each one. By means of these interviews, the research will establish the current situation in each of the four legislatures and will highlight important initiatives and examples of best practice.
As the second and main stage of the project, the research team is to develop an interactive, electronically assisted interview approach to data collection which will be taken out across the UK as part of a pilot 'roadshow'. This interview will constitute a new form of semistructured interview methodology, where members of the public will be encouraged to explore and respond to a number of predetermined parliamentary and other public information websites. Throughout these interviews, which will be conducted in a one-to-one situation, the interviewer will log responses to a set of structured questions as the examination proceeds.
However, the interviews will also allow a free-form period of undirected information seeking on an appropriate topic and will utilise a combination of transaction log analysis and verbal protocol analysis (i.e. the interviewees will be prompted to 'think aloud' as their search progresses). In developing the interview, the project team are to consider previous studies of human-computer interaction in information seeking that have used such analytical methods.
The roadshow will consist of a minibus equipped with a laptop computer and remote Internet communications, together with print and visual aids in support. It will visit societies, organisations and institutions (e.g. public libraries, community centres, shopping centres, hospitals, sheltered accommodation, universities) that will facilitate access to a range of groups in the community, including both those thought to be in danger of social exclusion (e.g. elderly, unemployed and disabled people, women, ethnic minority groups and people living in rural areas) and those thought likely to be in a position already to make fuller use of ICTs (e.g. the academic, technical and business communities). The roadshow will last for a total of four weeks, with one week being spent in each of four UK towns or cities (one each in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) and in their rural hinterlands. Ninety interviews are to be conducted in each location, giving a total of 360 interviews. While the roadshow events will be open to everyone, the interviewees will be selected using quota sampling, ensuring that all groups in the community are represented in the final sample.
The roadshow event is designed very much as a pilot, therefore a significant aspect of the ESRC project will be the post-execution evaluation of the methodologies used. It is anticipated, though, that the project will lead to the establishment, refinement and application of a valid and flexible data collection tool which could subsequently be used in a wide range of information and communication research contexts and with a wide variety of target groups.
